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New Directions in the History of 
Criminology
Richard F. Wetzell
In the almost twenty years since Peter Becker and I convened a conference on the history of criminology1, the field has witnessed a remarkable wave of new 
scholarship. This essay draws on the wealth of new research to reflect on some of the 
challenges facing historians of criminology: how to write a history of criminology 
that addresses the heterogeneity of expert discourses and embeds them within the 
larger context of discourses on crime in civil society; whether it is possible to develop 
a typology of criminological paradigms that might facilitate comparisons between 
countries and over time; how to conceptualize the nexus between criminological 
discourses, the criminal justice system and the emerging welfare state; how to tell the 
story of criminology as a transnational development.
THE PLURALITY OF CRIMINOLOGICAL DISCOURSES
Before the mid-twentieth century, criminology was not an academic discipline 
but a conglomerate of discourses deriving from different fields of knowledge and 
practice. Most contributors to discourses on crime and its causes were not trained 
“criminologists” but experts working in a variety of different fields. These included: 
statisticians, legal practitioners in criminal justice (judges, prosecutors, lawyers), 
professors of criminal law, police officials, professionals working in the prison 
system (prison administrators, prison doctors, prison chaplains), and medical doctors 
(especially psychiatrists). To indicate that criminology in this period was neither a 
science nor an academic discipline, we might, drawing on Foucault, call criminology 
a “discursive formation”2. Thus, the challenge for historians is that, at least until the 
middle of the twentieth century, criminological discourse – that is, statements on 
crime and its causes – was pluridisciplinary and heterogeneous3.
As a result, historians of criminology face their first hurdle when they try to define 
who counts as a criminologist4. In his recent survey of the history of criminology, 
1  Revised contributions from the 1998 conference were published in Becker and Wetzell (2006).
2  Foucault (1972, p.31-39 and 178-181).
3  Some aspects of this heterogeneity are documented in Nicole Rafter’s collection of nineteenth-cen-
tury criminological texts: Rafter (2009).
4  For a comprehensive analysis of the issues involved in defining criminology for the purposes of 
writing a history of criminology, see A. Pires (1995).
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Pieter Spierenburg defines “a criminologist as an academically trained researcher 
whose work is devoted exclusively to the study of crime in the broadest sense”5. 
Using this definition, Spierenburg calls Lombroso the first criminologist6, whereas 
he labels the participants in pre-Lombrosian discourses on crime, including Cesare 
Beccaria and nineteenth-century moral statisticians, “pre-criminologists”7. The 
problem with Spierenburg’s definition is that it disqualifies not only pre-Lombrosian 
contributors to discourses on crime but almost every post-Lombrosian contributor 
up to about 1945 as well because virtually none of them worked “exclusively” on 
the study of crime. Most of them were either medical doctors (usually psychiatrists 
or prison doctors), criminal jurists, statisticians, or sociologists, who worked on a 
variety of topics, of which criminological research was only one. Even the authors of 
major criminological works – Gabriel Tarde or Emile Durkheim in France, Gustav 
Aschaffenburg in Germany, Charles Goring in Britain – were either sociologists or 
physicians who were active in other areas of study8. Lombroso himself continued to 
publish on subjects unrelated to crime.
Given that before the mid-twentieth century almost no one devoted themselves 
exclusively to the study of crime, historians of criminology are well advised to cast a 
wide net by asking: Who contributed to discourses about crime and its causes in the 
era under investigation? A recent study using such a broad definition of criminology 
is Sabine Freitag’s new study of British criminology, Kriminologie in der 
Zivilgesellschaft: Wissenschafts diskurse und die britische Öffentlichkeit, 1830-1945 
(Criminology in civil society: scientific discourses and the British public)9. Freitag 
analyzes discourses on crime not just among a narrow group of experts but in a wide 
range of “discursive spaces”, including statistics, empirical social research and social 
reform, medicine, especially psychiatry, the eugenics movement, psychology and 
psychoanalysis, and, last but not least, Britain’s Prison Commission. By casting her 
net so widely, Freitag is able to challenge David Garland’s landmark study Punishment 
and Welfare (1985), which claimed that the dominant “criminological program” in 
Great Britain from ca. 1895 to 1914 conceived of “criminality” as a pathological 
element of individual character10. Disagreeing with Garland, Freitag argues that, 
when the full range of discursive spaces is taken into account, it emerges that, from 
the mid-nineteenth all the way to the mid-twentieth century, “environmentalist” 
explanations of crime prevailed over biological and hereditarian ones. Moreover, her 
analysis of developments in civil society leads her to conclude that the trend toward 
environmentalist explanations of crime was connected to a broader political effort of 
“adjusting to democracy” by forming “rational, rounded citizens”11.
5  Spierenburg (2016, p.375).
6  On Lombroso, see Gibson (2002); on his reception in different countries, see Becker and Wetzell 
(2006); Knepper and Ystehede (2013).
7  Spierenburg (2016, p.375-378).
8  On Tarde, see Debuyst (1998); Mucchielli (1994a); Beirne (1993a); on Durkheim, see Digneffe 
(1998); on Aschaffenburg, see Wetzell (2000, p.63-71); Galassi (2004); Wetzell (2010); on Goring, 
see Davie (2005, p.229-268); Freitag (2014, p.233-282); Beirne (1993b).
9  Freitag (2014).
10  Garland (1985, p.93).
11  Freitag (2014, p.425-450).
NEW DIRECTIONS IN THE HISTORY OF CRIMINOLOGY 363
CRIMINOLOGY AND CIVIL SOCIETY
As Freitag’s study shows, criminological discourses before the mid-twentieth century 
were not limited to experts in criminal justice, prisons, statistics, or psychiatry, but also 
included members of civil society who were interested in the problem of crime – such as 
members of social reform movements, volunteers in prisoner aid societies or journalists – 
as well as artists, including writers, playwrights and film-makers, who addressed the topic 
of crime in their artistic work. Until the mid-twentieth century, at least, the boundaries 
between expert and non-expert discourses on crime were fluid. Historians therefore face 
the challenge of embedding the history of criminology in the larger context of social, 
cultural and political developments in civil society. Following the pioneering example 
of Martin Wiener’s Reconstructing the Criminal: Culture, Law and Policy in England, 
1830-1914, several recent studies, besides Freitag’s, have contributed toward embedding 
criminology in the larger context of civil society12. Thus Mary Gibson has embedded 
her analysis of Lombroso and the Italian positivist school within the context of Italian 
society’s attitudes and debates regarding gender and race as well as the political transition 
from liberalism to fascism13. Several recent books on Imperial Germany and the Weimar 
Republic have explored a multitude of discourses on crime that could be brought to 
bear on a more comprehensive history of criminology14. Likewise, recent work on 
press reporting on crime and criminal trials15 as well as recent studies of the portrayal 
of crime in literature and film16 have provided ample material for integrating the history 
of criminological discourses into the larger context of civil society and political culture.
Two aspects of the history of criminology that benefit greatly from being analyzed 
in the broader social and political context are the roles of gender and race. In addition 
to Gibson’s aforementioned monograph, recent studies on the role of gender in the 
history of criminology include: Nicole Hahn Rafter and Gibson’s new edition of 
Lombroso’s Criminal woman, the prostitute, and the normal woman; Karsten Uhl’s 
study of German criminological discourses on “criminal women” from 1800 to 1945; 
Martin Wiener’s study of masculinity and violence in Victorian England; and Sharon 
Kowalski’s study of female crime and criminology in Russia, 1880-193017. The role of 
race and ethnicity in criminological discourses has been examined in: Daniel Vyleta’s 
analysis of how “Jewish criminality” was discussed in the antisemitic milieu of turn-
of-the-century Vienna; Michael Berkowitz’s study of discourses on Jewish crime as 
well as his monograph on “the myth of Jewish criminality” in Nazi Germany; Volker 
Zimmermann’s article on criminological analyses of Imperial Germany’s Polish 
minority; Thomas Roth’s study of penal policy in Nazi-era Cologne; and in some of 
the recent literature on the history of U.S. criminal justice and criminology18.
12  Wiener (1990).
13  Gibson (2002).
14  Lees (2002); Hett (2004); Müller (2005); Brückweh (2006); Elder (2010); Bischoff (2011); Ortmann 
(2014); Fitzpatrick (2015).
15  For surveys, see Wood (2016); Siemens (2016); Wood and Knepper (2014); recent monographs 
include Siemens (2007); Vyleta (2007); Wood (2012); Tribukait (2017).
16  Recent studies include Siebenpfeiffer (2005); Herzog (2009); Linder (2013); Hilgert (2013).
17  Lombroso (2004); Uhl (2003); Wiener (2004); Kowalsky (2009).
18  Vyleta (2007); Berkowitz (2006); Berkowitz (2007); Zimmermann (2017); Roth (2010, p.342-397); 
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DISCURSIVE SPACES
The wide spectrum of “discursive spaces” studied by historians of criminology 
– including statistics, social reform associations, prisoner aid societies, the eugenics 
movement, and medicine – raises the question whether one could develop a typology 
of relevant discursive spaces that would allow us to compare their relative strength 
in different countries as a first step toward comparative analyses. A forthcoming 
article by Sabine Freitag and Desirée Schauz uses this method to offer an instructive 
comparison of the development of criminology and penal reform in Britain and 
Germany. Freitag and Schauz argue that Germany’s penal reform movement was led 
by professors of criminal law, whereas in Britain legal academics played almost no 
role because Britain had no tradition of academic criminal law. By contrast, British 
discourses on crime and penal reform were dominated by voluntary associations, which 
were comparatively weak in Germany19. Thus in Germany criminological discourses 
and penal reform were dominated by academic discourses (both in criminal law and 
psychiatry), whereas in Great Britain they were mainly shaped by voluntary reform 
organizations reflecting a strong civil society that was interested in forming citizens 
equipped for political participation20. As Freitag and Schauz demonstrate, comparing 
the relative strength of different discursive spaces can be a promising strategy for 
developing systematic comparisons of the development of criminology in different 
countries. As a first step, historians of criminology might discuss whether, despite 
national differences and variations over time, we could assemble a list of relevant 
discursive spaces that could serve as the basis for such comparisons.
TOWARD A TYPOLOGY OF CRIMINOLOGICAL PARADIGMS?
A second strategy for generating productive comparisons of criminological 
discourses in different countries and time periods would be to develop a typology 
of what we might call criminological paradigms. In his study of criminology in 
nineteenth-century Germany, Peter Becker uses the term Erzählmuster (narrative 
pattern), rather than paradigm, to frame his central thesis. In the first half of the 
nineteenth century, he argues, practitioners in the field of policing, criminal justice, 
and prisons established a narrative pattern that regarded criminal offenders as “fallen 
men” (gefallene Menschen); this moralizing discourse blamed criminals for having 
made the decision to lead an immoral life. By contrast, in the late nineteenth century, 
new participants in criminological discourse – namely psychiatrists – introduced a 
new narrative that understood criminal offenders as “impaired men” (verhinderte 
Menschen), whose criminal behavior resulted from biological defects; the earlier 
moral discourse was replaced by a medico-scientific one21. As Thomas Kailer has 
argued in his study of Bavarian criminal-biological examinations, there is considerable 
on the United States, see Alexander (2010) and Butler (2010).
19  On German prison societies, see Schauz (2008).
20  Freitag and Schauz (2019).
21  Becker (2002); for an English summary, see Becker (2006).
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evidence that the moralizing narrative of “fallen men” was not completely replaced 
by the medical narrative of “impaired men”; instead, a considerable degree of overlap 
continued to exist, and criminologists of the interwar era were often only cloaking 
moral judgments in medical language22. The same duality of medical and moral 
patterns of argumentation also characterized the Nazi period23.
Nevertheless, Becker’s two narrative patterns provide a useful starting point for 
developing a more comprehensive typology of criminological paradigms in order 
to facilitate comparisons across borders and time periods. Since Thomas Kuhn 
introduced the term “paradigm” as a heuristic device for the history of science24, it 
could be argued that the term “paradigm” should not be applied to criminological 
discourses because criminology was not a scientific discipline until the mid-twentieth 
century, at the earliest. I would argue, however, that if we are searching for a term 
to denote patterns in how crime is explained, “paradigm” is more apt than “narrative 
pattern” because some types of criminological research, especially statistical and 
medical research, do not necessarily take the form of narratives. 
As a first draft for a typology of explanations of crime I would propose four 
criminological paradigms: first, explaining crime as the result of a moral failing; 
second, explaining crime as the result of a criminogenic biological defect in the 
offender; third, explaining crime as a resulting from a mixture of biological and 
environmental factors (through degeneration theory, for instance); and fourth, 
explaining crime as the result of environmental factors.
Needless to say, these four paradigms are rough approximations. The first 
is identical with Becker’s moralistic narrative of “fallen men”. Becker’s second 
narrative pattern, however, that of “impaired men”, has been divided into two 
different paradigms here in order to distinguish between discourses that attribute 
crime directly to a criminogenic biological trait, and those that attribute crime to a 
mixture of biological and environmental factors25. This distinction, I would argue, is 
crucial to understanding the debates between Lombroso and most of his European 
critics. Whereas Lombroso and a minority of European psychiatrists believed in a 
criminogenic defect (using the concept of “born criminal” or “moral insanity”, for 
instance), the majority of medical doctors pursuing criminological research (including 
Gustav Aschaffenburg in Germany, Charles Goring in Britain, and Alexandre 
Lacassagne in France) conceptualized the connection between crime and abnormality 
as a complex interaction of environmental factors acting on mental abnormalities 
that were not inherently criminogenic26.  This third paradigm could take on quite 
different forms depending on whether the biological or the environmental factors 
were stressed.
The fourth, “environmentalist” paradigm generated optimism about society’s 
22  Kailer (2011, p.29 and 86-89).
23  Wetzell (2000, p.179-231).
24  Kuhn (1962).
25  The second and third paradigms are generalized versions of what, in my study of German criminology, I 
called the “Kraepelin” and “Aschaffenburg” paradigms, after their primary representatives in Germany: see 
Wetzell (2000, p.68-71).
26  On the reception of Lombroso in France, see Renneville (2013); Mucchielli (2006); Renneville 
(2003); Kaluszynski (2002); Debuyst (1998); Mucchielli (1994b); on Goring and Lombroso’s recep-
tion in Britain, see Davie (2013); Freitag (2014); Davie (2005).
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ability to rehabilitate offenders and to prevent crime by ameliorating social conditions. 
What one might ponder is whether the environmentalist paradigm should be divided 
into different subtypes in order to distinguish environmentalist discourses focusing 
on the individual offender27 from those that approach crime as a collective social 
phenomenon, or to distinguish between the types of environmental factors stressed 
(economic factors versus a personal milieu, for instance).
The typology of criminological paradigms proposed here is, of course, only 
a sketch that would have to be refined by a collaborative effort of historians of 
criminology with expertise in different countries and eras. Even though such a 
typology could never capture all the nuances of specific historical situations, it would 
facilitate systematic comparison between countries and time periods as well as the 
analysis of transnational criminological debates.
AN INTEGRATED HISTORY OF CRIMINOLOGY, CRIMINAL JUSTICE, AND 
THE WELFARE STATE
Another challenge for historians of criminology is posed by the nexus between 
criminology, the criminal justice system, and the modern welfare state. The 
criminological quest to uncover the causes of crime has always been closely connected 
to efforts to combat crime more effectively. Not only were many participants in 
criminological discourse practitioners in the criminal justice system, the police, and 
the prison system; most criminological research explicitly sought to provide guidance 
for improving society’s defense against crime. While some criminologists argued 
that this was best achieved through social reforms outside the criminal justice system, 
most focused on research questions designed to make policing, criminal justice, and 
prisons more effective. Thus, in the late nineteenth century, many criminologists and 
penal reformers called for the individualization of the penal sanction by introducing 
a spectrum of new sanctions designed to offer alternatives to imprisonment for 
certain categories of offenders. These new penal sanctions included education for 
juveniles, suspended sentences for certain first-time offenders, psychiatric treatment 
for mentally abnormal offenders28, detoxification for alcoholic offenders, and 
indefinite detention for incorrigible habitual offenders29. By integrating education, 
medical treatment, and administrative detention into the arsenal of penal sanctions, 
and by calling on welfare agents to work with the criminal courts30, this reform 
programme was effectively merging criminal justice with welfare measures, resulting 
in what David Garland has called “the penal-welfare complex”31. For this reason, the 
development of criminology is closely connected not only to criminal justice but also 
to the modern interventionist welfare state.
27  Compare David Garland’s comments about environmentalists who “took as their object the crimi-
nal  individual as affected by social factors”. See Garland (1985, p.175).
28  On the treatment of sex offenders, see Eghigian (2015).
29  On indeterminate sentencing and the dual-track system, see Pifferi (2016).
30  On the German efforts to draw on welfare agents in criminal court proceedings, see Rosenblum (2008).
31  Garland (1985); see also Garland (2001).
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Historians seeking to analyze this connection face not only empirical but also 
conceptual challenges. Characterizing criminology as an “applied science” implies 
that criminology drew on a recognized body of scientific knowledge to develop 
practical applications for criminal justice. Criminology, however, had no such 
recognized body of knowledge to draw on. Instead, the relationship was one of 
mutual influence: On the one hand, criminological research was motivated by penal 
reformers’ search for more effective methods of combating crime. The problem of 
recidivism and the desire to distinguish between corrigible and incorrigible offenders, 
for instance, provided an agenda for much criminological research. On the other hand, 
some results of criminological research affected the course of penal reform. In what 
follows I shall briefly examine two concepts that have been used to conceptualize the 
relationship of criminology to criminal justice and the welfare state.
Medicalization
One of the ways in which historians have conceptualized the nexus between 
criminology and criminal justice has been to use the concept of “medicalization”32, 
which has featured prominently in the historiography of French and Swiss criminal 
justice33 and been debated controversially in the German historiography34. If the 
standard for medicalization is the radical vision that criminality be treated like 
mental illness, that judicial verdicts be replaced by psychiatric evaluations, and that 
prisons become mental hospitals, then one cannot apply the term “medicalization” 
to the history of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century criminal justice in any 
European country. Thus Christian Müller has argued that one cannot speak of the 
medicalization of German criminal justice in this era because Franz von Liszt, the 
leader of German penal reform, contained the medical challenge by incorporating 
elements of psychiatric research into his reform agenda in order to bolster the legal 
profession’s authority: the judge, not the psychiatrist, would retain the authority to 
determine the sentence35. By contrast, I would argue that defining “medicalization” 
as the capitulation of jurists to a psychiatric takeover of criminal justice sets the bar 
too high. Instead, historians should ask the question: Did medical doctors exert an 
increasing influence on penal policy and the criminal justice system? If the question 
is posed this way, one can generate empirical criteria for determining whether, in a 
given country at a particular time, there is evidence for the medicalization of criminal 
justice, and if so, to what degree.
In the case early-twentieth-century Germany, I would argue, there is some 
evidence for this process: Firstly, German penal reformers looked to psychiatrists 
for insights into the causes of crime and for medical solutions to the crime problem; 
psychiatrists’ claims that many criminals suffered from mental abnormalities were 
widely accepted among jurists. Secondly, psychiatrists convinced most jurists that 
the classic all-or-nothing approach to legal responsibility had to give way to the 
32  On the concept, see Frevert (1984); Loetz (1994); Nye (2003); Germann (2004, p.27-31).
33  On France, see Nye (1984); on Switzerland, see Germann (2004).
34  For the major interventions, see Wetzell (1996); C. Müller (2004); Galassi (2004); Schauz and Freitag 
(2007); Schauz (2007); Wetzell (2008); Wetzell (2009); Schauz (2010).
35  C. Müller (2004, p.125-126; 133-135 and 168-169).
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introduction of “diminished responsibility”. Thirdly, jurists accepted psychiatrists’ 
recommendation that penal sanctions for mentally abnormal offenders must include 
medical treatment. This amalgamation of the penal sanction with medical treatment 
was a transformative development36. Finally, the introduction of criminal–biological 
examinations in German prisons gave doctors the power to determine the treatment 
of criminals in prison and, if released prisoners re-offended, to influence their judicial 
treatment in court37.
While these developments did not amount to a complete medicalization of criminal 
justice, they reflected a medicalization process in the sense that medical approaches 
became significantly more influential in the German criminal justice system38. This 
process benefitted both penal reformers and doctors. While the medical profession 
expanded its professional terrain, penal reformers used medical theories to sharpen 
their attack on the classical school of criminal law and buttressed their own authority 
by incorporating psychiatric theories into their reform agenda. The situation in Great 
Britain and France was certainly different39, although Martin Wiener and Robert Nye 
have demonstrated the importance of medical discourses in the field of penal reform 
in those countries as well40.
The Scientization of the Social
Another approach to making sense of the relationship of criminology to criminal 
justice and welfare has been to use the concept of “the scientization of the social”. 
This approach has been especially prominent in German historiography, which has 
been influenced by a 1996 article by Lutz Raphael, in which he coined the phrase 
“scientization of the social” (Verwissenschaftlichung des Sozialen) to describe the 
increasing influence that “experts” in the human sciences came to wield in state and 
society since the late nineteenth century41. At first glance, it seems that the history 
of criminology fits this general interpretive pattern quite well. In her history of 
criminology in Imperial Germany, however, Silviana Galassi objected that turn-
of-the-century German criminological discourse was strongly shaped by moral 
judgments and legal categories, and was therefore not a “science”; and that hence 
it could hardly be part of a process of the “scientization of the social”42. Although it 
is correct that the criminological discourse of this era conflated medical, moral, and 
legal categories, this should not, in my view, prevent historians from contextualising 
the development of criminology as part of what contemporaries understood as a 
“scientization” of criminal justice. For turn-of-the-century penal reformers were quite 
explicitly intent on reforming criminal justice by basing penal policy not primarily 
on moral or legal philosophy but on empirical scientific knowledge about the causes 
of crime and the best way to prevent crime. The task they set for themselves was 
36  For a more detailed account of these points, see Wetzell (2000, p. 73-105).
37  See Kailer (2011).
38  For a more comprehensive version of my argument, see Wetzell (2008) and Wetzell (2009).
39  On France, see Kaluszynki (2002) and Mucchielli (1994b); on Britain, see Freitag (2014).
40  Wiener (1990), Nye (1984).
41  Raphael (1996); see also Ziemann, Wetzell et al. (2012).
42  Galassi (2004, esp. p. 421-423); see also Freitag and Schauz (2007).
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to translate the empirical findings of criminological research – regarding causes of 
crime, distinctions between different types of criminals, and the most effective penal 
sanctions – into a revision of the penal code that would transform criminal justice, 
including a completely new system of sanctions43.
To be sure, the jurists who led the penal reform effort wanted to remain in control 
of this process, and there were sometimes fierce boundary disputes between jurists, 
psychiatrists, and welfare officials. Nevertheless, the jurists were eager to draw on 
criminological research and envisaged an increased role for criminological experts in 
the new criminal justice system. The challenge for the historian of criminology is to 
convey the penal reformers’ intent to provide criminal justice with a scientific basis, 
while recognizing that the criminological knowledge they drew on was inextricably 
interwoven with the moral assumptions and legal practices of the time. In short, 
the historical process of the “scientization of the social” was a process marked by 
multidirectional influences between penal (and social) reform and the scientific 
knowledge that was drawn on to legitimate and guide these reform efforts. In order 
to better capture these multidirectional influences, historians of criminology might 
wish to take a closer look at the burgeoning historical literature on the “history of 
knowledge”, which seeks to examine the role of knowledge not just in scientific but 
also in extra-scientific contexts. Since criminological discourses were never purely 
academic but situated at the boundaries between academia, criminal justice, the 
welfare state, and civil society, approaching criminology with the tools of the history 
of knowledge, rather than the history of science, might yield new insights44.
CRIMINOLOGY AS A TRANSNATIONAL ENDEAVOR
The development of criminology was a transnational phenomenon. Since 
most historians are trained in the history of a particular country, most histories of 
criminology are national histories. This is perfectly legitimate and facilitates drawing 
out the connections between criminology, criminal justice, welfare, and broader 
social and political developments in a national context. Nevertheless, there are 
several reasons why the history of criminology cannot be understood without the 
transnational dimension.  Firstly, already in the first half of the nineteenth century, 
the criminal jurists, prison reformers, and statisticians who participated in discourses 
on crime took part in transnational networks of scholarly exchange through letters, 
journeys abroad, and, starting in the 1840s, international congresses; the first 
international prison congress took place in 184645. Secondly, the trend toward 
organizing international congresses on various aspects of social and penal reform 
only accelerated in the last third of the nineteenth century46, which witnessed the 
43  Wetzell (2000, p. 31-38); Wetzell (2004).
44  On the history of knowledge, see Burke (2015), Lässig (2016); see also Schauz (2010), who suggests 
framing criminology as a form of “Mode 2” production of knowledge; on “Mode 2”, see Nowotny, 
Scott, and Gibbons (2003).
45  On the first prison congresses, in the 1840s, see Riemer (2004); on epistolary networks among prison 
reformers in the period 1830-1870, see Riemer (2005). 
46  On this development, see Saunier (2008); Ziemann et al. (2012, p. 15-16), Geyer and Paulmann (2001).
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organization of regular congresses on criminal anthropology, prison reform, and 
criminal law reform. Thirdly, the 1876 publication of Cesare Lombroso’s Criminal 
Man47 provided a powerful impulse to criminological research in many countries, so 
that criminology truly became a transnational endeavor. Finally, the late nineteenth 
century witnessed the emergence of growing concern about “international crime” as a 
problem that could only be addressed by international cooperation48. For these reasons, 
individual historians face the challenge of embedding the history of criminology in 
any given country within its transnational context, and, collectively, we face the task 
of investigating and analyzing the transnational history of criminology.
The international congresses most directly connected to criminology were the 
International Congresses of Criminal Anthropology between 1886 and 1914, which 
are famous for the clash between the Italian and French schools, analyzed in a 
pioneering article by Robert Nye49. While Martine Kaluszynski has provided a brief 
analysis of the functions and structure of these congresses50, we still do not have a 
comprehensive historical account tracing the trajectory of the major debates at these 
congresses. In the meantime, we have learned more about two other international 
networks that also addressed criminological matters. The Prison Congresses 
organized by the International Prison Commission, which took place roughly every 
five years from 1872 to 1935, focused on prison reform but increasingly took up other 
aspects of penal reform including criminological questions. The Union Internationale 
de Droit Pénal (in German: Internationale Kriminalistische Vereinigung; hereafter: 
IKV), which was founded by three criminal law professors (van Hamel, Prins, von 
Liszt) and held twelve international congresses between 1889 and 1914, was the era’s 
most active penal reform organization and addressed criminological questions more 
directly than the prison congresses. After the First World War, lingering Franco-
German hostility prevented the resurrection of the IKV, and the French founded a 
new organization, the Association Internationale de Droit Pénal. 
Recent work has begun to elucidate the role of these transnational networks in the 
history of criminology and penal reform. Martina Henze has provided an excellent 
overview of the organizational history of all three networks51. Clive Emsley’s recent 
survey addresses the transnational dimension of the history of criminal justice 
in modern Europe52. Sylvia Kesper-Biermann and Petra Overath53, Tiago Pires 
Marques54, and Urs Germann55 have published studies of penal reform in Germany, 
Italy, and Switzerland, respectively, that pay particular attention to the transnational 
47  We now have a superb English edition, prepared by Mary Gibson and Nicole Rafter, with a historical 
introduction and a comparison of the different Italian editions: Lombroso (2006); on Lombroso, see  
Gibson (2002).
48  See Knepper (2010) and Jäger (2006).
49  Nye (1976).
50  Kaluszynski (2006).
51  Henze (2009).
52  Emsley (2007).
53  Kesper-Biermann and Overath (2007).
54  Marques (2013); see also Marques (2018).
55  Germann (2014).
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arena. In addition, Kesper-Biermann has charted the history of the IKV56; I have 
analyzed Franz von Liszt’s positions in some of the IKV’s transnational debates57; 
and, most recently, Michele Pifferi has written a comparative study of penal reform, 
focusing on the issue of indeterminate sentencing, that draws on the debates at 
international congresses as one of its major sources58. Nevertheless, much historical 
research on the transnational aspect of the history of criminology remains to be done. 
The remaining tasks include charting the trajectory of particular subjects discussed 
at these congresses over several decades; relating such transnational discussions to 
developments in individual countries; and teasing out the criminological assumptions 
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